Too educated for love? Women and the marriage market in Indonesia by Smith-Hefner, Nancy
Boston University
OpenBU http://open.bu.edu
Anthropology BU Open Access Articles
2018
Too educated for love? Women and
the marriage market in Indonesia
This work was made openly accessible by BU Faculty. Please share how this access benefits you.
Your story matters.
Version Accepted manuscript
Citation (published version): N. Smith-Hefner. 2018. "Too Educated for Love? Women and the
Marriage Market in Indonesia."
https://www.bu.edu/cura/henry-luce-foundation-funding/cura-luce-seminar-series-on-key-issues-in-religion-and-world-affairs/.
Love Stories: Youth Aspirations and the New Ethics of Intimacy.






Too Educated for Love? 
Women and the Marriage Market in Indonesia 
 
Nancy J. Smith-Hefner 
 
 
Indonesia is among the shrinking number of Asian countries demographers identify as 
following a pattern of “universal marriage,” defined as a country in which fewer than 
4% of women over the age of 40 have never married (G. Jones 2004).  The marital 
imperative weighs particularly heavily on young women.  Those who reach the age of 25 
without finding a partner are considered to be “unmarketable” and placed in the 
category of “old maid.” Women who put off marriage to pursue an education are in an 
especially precarious position; since most Indonesian men look to marry “down” with 
regard to age and education, educated women face the challenge of finding someone who 
is an appropriate match in a narrowing field of candidates.  They also face the 
perception held by at least some men, that educated women will assume a dominant 
position within the family.  This paper presents the life stories of four educated Javanese 
women and examines the hurdles they face in finding and securing a marital partner.  
Although young Indonesians have embraced the idea of romantic love as the proper 
foundation for a modern, companionate marriage, and it is widely accepted that youth 
should make their own choice of “soul mate” (jodoh), educated women are finding it 
increasingly difficult to meet their match.   
 
Demographic studies have shown that across East and Southeast Asia women are 
achieving dramatically higher levels of education than previous generations and have even begun 
to surpass the educational achievements of men. Rising levels of women’s education have gone 
hand in hand with rising levels of female participation in the urban workforce and are correlated 
with delayed marriage and even non-marriage among women (G. Jones 2005, 2009; see also The 
Economist 8/20/2011). Indonesia has followed this pan-Asian pattern with regard to women’s 
educational achievement, employment, and delayed marriage (G. Jones 2009; Oey-Gardiner 
1991, 2002). However, unlike other Asian nations, Indonesia has been slow to shift away from 
the pattern of universal marriage which once defined the region (G. Jones 2004).  In Indonesia, 
the marital imperative weighs most heavily on young women. Those who put off marriage to 
pursue a tertiary degree are in an especially precarious position.  Because most Indonesian 
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women prefer to marry someone of at least the same age and educational level as themselves, 
while most men look to marry “down” with regard to age and education, many educated women 
find it a challenge to identify an appropriate match in a narrowing field of candidates (G. Jones 
2009, Utomo 2014).  The result is that at least some educated women are choosing to marry men 
who have fewer years of schooling and may be less financially secure – and in some cases, even 
younger -- than themselves, moving away from a long-established pattern of Indonesian 
hypergamy to one of hypogamy. 
While considerable attention has been paid to the dramatic demographic transformations 
taking place in Indonesia and the wider region, comparatively less attention has been paid to 
concomitant shifts in understandings of love, romance, and marital commitment. These emerging 
“structures of feeling” (Williams 1977; see also, Ahearn 2001) hint at new ways of experiencing 
and expressing affective changes in progress.  Here, I consider some of the common hurtles 
educated women face in finding and securing martial partner by examining the life stories of four 
young Javanese women.  Although contemporary Indonesian youth have embraced the ideal of 
romantic love as the proper foundation for a modern, companionate marriage, and although it is 
widely accepted that young people should make their own choice of “mate” or jodoh, educated 
women are finding it increasingly difficult to meet their match.  Perhaps not surprisingly, in their 
efforts to secure an appropriate partner, these women draw on a discourse of marital love that 
emphasizes themes of a companionate partnership and shared conjugal project, one that gives 
more weight to comfort love and compatibility than romantic passion.   
Indonesia is the largest Muslim country in the world by population.  Javanese are the 
largest of Indonesia’s 300+ ethnic groups and make up 40% of the Indonesia’s nearly 260 
million inhabitants. Over 95% of Javanese are Muslims; the vast majority are Sunni.  Javanese 
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Muslim youth uniformly report that they consider marriage to be a requirement of their faith as 
well as a critical part of the moral debt every child owes to his or her parents.  The idea that a 
young woman should be married by age 25 is a recurrent theme across my interviews with 
university-educated women. Those who do not marry by age 25 are commonly referred to as 
“old maids” (perawan tua) and are described as “no longer marketable” (tidak laku).  In addition 
to being a religious requirement and repayment of an important moral debt, marriage is also 
linked to the cultural imperative that one provide a grandchild keturunan (lit. descendant) to 
eager grandparents. Age 25 is cited as the optimal age for a women to marry because it is 
considered to the peak of a woman’s fertility, after which time her ability to bear children is 
believed to rapidly decline.   
All of the young women I interviewed expressed anxiety over marrying.  None of them 
contemplated a life alone as an attractive option, not even those who were finishing advanced 
degrees or already had secure employment or a career.  Even among those women who had been 
supporting themselves for some time and very likely would be able to support themselves in the 
future, none could imagine the possibility of remaining unmarried.  
 
Mbak Hana: Too Educated for Marriage  
Mbak Hana is representative of many of the unmarried, educated women in my study.  
Hana is a tiny figure with a round face and a huge smile.  She dresses in “Saudi style,” in a long 
solid color robe and matching headscarf that reaches all the way to below her hips. It is a style of 
dress which is not common in Indonesia.  Hana is 33 years old and has been actively searching 
for a marriage partner for the past five years.  
Hana has been on her own since she came to city for university at the age of 19.  The 
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result of a complicated family situation, she has supported herself by teaching in a religious 
boarding school and by working several years in Saudi Arabia as a tutor, a nanny, and as a maid.  
She is now completing an MA degree.  Because of her conservative dress, she tends to attract 
men who are looking for a religiously conservative wife who will take on a subservient position 
within the marriage. Hana, however, is looking for someone who views marriage as a partnership 
and will share familial responsibilities.  She says, 
People consider me an old maid.  If by age 25 a girl hasn’t yet married, she’s considered 
“unmarketable,” an old maid, or not normal.  That’s how villagers think almost 
everywhere across Indonesia – and not just villagers.  
 
I mean, well, I don’t feel that way, but it’s the parents who feel embarrassed because others 
look at them and think “Wow their daughter isn’t married and she’s already so old!  What’s 
she waiting for?  Why’s she still in school? What’s she looking for?”  
  
Repeated attempts to meet with young men, especially those recommended by her friends 
and colleagues as possible candidates for marriage, have made Hana realistic about her options 
and increasingly willing to make compromises.  She is “serious” (serius) about marriage and 
says she is above all looking for a partner with whom she can “dialogue,” one who is willing to 
work with her as “part of a team” and can grow together with her over time.  She says that while 
she was initially hoping to find someone who shared her same level of education, she no longer 
feels that is critical, so long as he is flexible and willing to compromise. But she has discovered 
that too many men find her educational status and experience intimidating and quickly withdraw 
their interest once they learn about her achievements. This masculinist anxiety figured frequently 
in my interviews: many men fear that a woman with more education and experience than 
themselves will be the one to take the lead in making family decisions and will leave their 
husband without any power. Hana says, 
I’m really serious [about wanting to marry] and I’m not picky. Maybe I used to be.  Like 
when I got my BA and I felt I really had to have someone with a BA.  But now I don’t 
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think it’s a problem.  What’s important is that we can connect.  We can talk and come to 
an agreement about things.  And we can work together as a team.  [If he’s less educated] 
it’s no problem.  We can improve things as we go along in the process of getting to know 
each other. 
 
Lots of guys just back down when they find out about my education and experience.  They 
wonder if I would be happy as their partner because they haven’t done anything like that. 
They feel inferior (minder).  They say, “Later, if we marry, I'll be behind and you’ll be in 
front making the decisions and I won’t be able to do anything at all.” They just weren’t 
confident (kurang pede).  
 
Despite the difficulties educated women encounter in finding a partner, very few say they 
would consider asking their parents to arrange a marriage for them. Whereas just a generation or 
two ago, the majority of marriages in Indonesia were parentally arranged, today the percentage 
of arranged marriages has dropped precipitously (G. Jones 1994).  Acknowledging what is in 
social fact a widespread increase in female autonomy, especially among educated women, 
parents say they do not dare to make arrangements for their daughters, fearing they would be 
blamed later if the marriage didn’t work out.  They often add, “I gave her an education so that 
she can make her own decisions.”  And yet, although young women are insistent about finding a 
partner on their own, a surprising number – including Hana -- report they have never had a 
boyfriend. They describe feeling awkward (canggung, kaku) and nervous (grogi, gugup) around 
eligible, unmarried men.  This is especially true of women who have absorbed the message of 
their Islamic teachers who warn that interactions with unrelated members of the opposite sex can 
easily lead to sinful thoughts and interactions (zina, dosa besar) and should be avoided.  Many of 
these women endorse the admonition heard in Muslim circles, that “there is no dating in Islam -- 
only ta’aruf” (meeting for the purpose of deciding whether or not to marry). 
 
Mbak Ning: The Importance of being Serious   
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Mbak Ning had attended Muslim schools all of her life and was painfully shy. Like Mbak 
Hana, Ning also emphasized the importance of being “serious” in approaching marriage and in 
identifying a potential partner.  But at age 33, she too had never had a boyfriend.  Her cousin 
literally pushed her into attending several mass matchmaking events, filling out the requisite 
paperwork for her and on one occasion even forcing her into a waiting taxi so she wouldn’t be 
late for the meeting.  
Increasingly popular in post-resurgent Indonesia (which is to say, since the late 1990s), 
these large-scale matchmaking events are typically organized by religious individuals or 
organizations of a moderately conservative inclination who are motivated by the conviction that 
it is their moral duty to help singles meet and marry.  Matchmaking-meetings attract anywhere 
from 50 to several hundred singles – almost always more men than women.  To enroll in the 
event, participants submit their biodata to a committee which then facilitates the exchange of 
data and subsequent meetings between participants. Biodata typically includes information on 
religion, age, height, weight and complexion, and a succinct statement about what one is looking 
for in a marital partner. The requirements for participating are simple but strict: one must be 
single, serious in one’s matrimonial intentions, and ready to marry quickly.   
Mbak Ning eventually met her husband at one of these mass matchmaking events.  Now 
36 with a two year old daughter, Mbak Ning married at age 33, almost 34, and got pregnant 
almost immediately.  At the time she married, Ning had already finished her BA (S1) and had 
worked for some time as an assistant teacher at a school for children with special needs. She has 
since taken the national exam to become a civil servant and now has a full-time, teaching 
position.  Her husband is two years younger than her and has only a grade school education. He 
makes a very modest income as a sales clerk in an office supply store.  Ning explained, 
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When we finally met, I don’t know why, but I felt sympathy for him (saya simpati) right 
away.  He seemed like a good person and easy-going.  And we were both mature and 
ready to marry.  So why not? Maybe this was my match (jodoh).  
 
Because they were both serious and ready to marry and because Ning was concerned about her 
age and anxious to quickly have a child, just one week after they met, the couple decided to 
marry.  
 
Mbak Fika: Aggressively Pursuing a Partner 
 The speed with which couples make marital decisions can be dizzying -- especially if the 
woman is “older” (that is, over 25) and anxious about her dwindling possibilities and 
plummeting fertility.  Like Mbak Ning, Mbak Fika and her now-husband decided they were 
serious about each other after meeting only twice and married within three months of coming to 
an agreement.  At the time, Mbak Fika was 26 and working on completing her MA.  The 
marriage would have taken place even sooner, but the couple had to secure the agreement of the 
groom’s older sister who had not yet married. 
Mbak Fika is now in her early 30s.  She is a lecturer in the faculty of Religious Education 
(Tarbyiah) at a private Muslim University in Yogyakarta.  Mbak Fika has an MA and has plans 
to go on to pursue a PhD, possibly abroad.  She first saw her husband at a seminar where he was 
one of the presenters and was immediately attracted to him.  At the end of his talk, she asked him 
for his contact information, using the excuse that she was working on a similar topic for her MA 
thesis.  Afterwards, she let all of her friends know that she was interested in him.  She stalked 
him on Facebook.  She enlisted a colleague to tell him she was interested.   
I was actually what you might call aggressive.  My mom warned me, “Because you have 
so much education, guys will feel nervous approaching you.  So you have to open the way.” 
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When none of her efforts seemed to work, Fika finally messaged him asking if she could borrow 
a book for her MA thesis.  He responded that he would bring it right over.  Things moved quickly 
from there.  He brought the book to her house and they immediately “clicked.”  
Mbak Fika explained, 
We really only met one or two times.  The first was the seminar and the second was when 
he dropped by my house with the book.  The third time he asked me to a movie.  And after 
the movie we had something to eat.  While we were eating, he said he was looking for a 
marriage partner (jodoh) and I said I was too.  And that’s when he said, “I really like 
you.  I’d like to meet your parents.  Would that be ok?” And I said, “Sure, go ahead.” 
 
What was important is that we were both serious.  We didn’t date (pacaran)…not like 
playing around.  It was direct.  He was the one to speak first, to say he liked me (saya 
suka sama kamu).  And I said I liked him too.   
 
In recounting her story, Mbak Fika says that she fell for future husband the first time she 
saw him.  She used the English phrase, “falling in love,” to describe her experience.  I 
encountered this use of English emotion terms for especially “charged” affective expression 
frequently in interviews and conversations: respondents say the use of English borrowings makes 
the emotion easier to express and less forceful or startling than using the comparable Indonesian 
phrase, jatuh cinta – although the latter term literally means the same thing, “to fall in love.”   
These rare expressions of strong affect aside, Mbak Fika and the other women I 
interviewed were rather cautious in expressing their feelings, emphasizing “companionship” 
(persehabatan) and “comfort/feeling comfortable” (nyaman/kenyamanan) rather than sexual 
attraction or romantic passion as the reasons for their choice of marriage partner.  They spoke of 
“liking” their partner (suka, senang) more often than “loving” them or being/falling in love 
(cinta, jatuh cinta).  Not uncommonly, young women referenced the  Javanese saying, tresno 
jalaran seko kulino (“love grows from being close to/getting accustomed to someone”) to 
underscore their expectation that as long as both partners were serious and committed, their 
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affective bond would develop after marriage. In fact, laughing about the speed of her nuptials, 
Mbak Ning – who had met her husband at a mass match making event and married just a month 
afterwards – observed that it was much more romantic to “date after marrying” (pacaran setelah 
menikah) than beforehand, and that, now settled in marriage, she was enjoying slowly learning 
about her new husband and his likes and dislikes.   
 
Mbak Ayu: A Practical Approach 
Mbak Ayu was particularly articulate about her feelings regarding love and marriage, but 
drew on themes present in my discussions with other women I have interviewed.  At age 31, 
Mbak Ayu has an MA and is a lecturer in sociology at a large and prestigious Indonesian 
university.  Like other educational high-achievers, she plans to go on to get her PhD --- but 
emphasizes that she is anxious to marry first.  Unlike many of her highly educated counterparts, 
Ayu has had a serious boyfriend since 2013.  He is a computer consultant and works on 
intermittent projects. Although Ayu is anxious to marry, the couple has encountered multiple 
challenges that have resulted in repeated postponements. 
Despite these difficulties, Mbak Ayu remains quite matter of fact about love and 
marriage. Ayu emphasizes the practical and relational aspects of the martial bond more than its 
affective or romantic features.  She links marriage first and foremost to the desire to have and to 
raise children, to make her family/parents happy (membalas budi), and to fulfill the requirements 
of her Islamic faith.  She says she is being realistic (realistis).  What she wants, above all, is a 
life partner who values and recognizes the importance of shared commitment and dedication to a 
mutual conjugal project over the reckless abandonment of romantic love.   
Of course it’s a given that I will marry.  For me it’s a way of honoring my parents and 
God.  Because I believe that marrying is a form of devotion, of worship.   
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But I’m realistic.  I once said to my boyfriend, “It’s possible that I could marry someone 
I don’t love. Because what I need is a partner who can walk with me into the future.  Not 
just because of love, because love can evaporate.”  
It’s not that I don’t believe that a relationship can work based on love alone. But love is 
not enough. You may love each other but you don’t work together.  So you have to be 
realistic.  That’s how I feel.  
 
Romantic love, Comfort Love & Sexual Desire 
Anthropologists William Jankowiak and Thomas Paladino (2008) have identified three 
types of love: romantic/passionate love, comfort/attachment love, and physical desire/sex.  They 
argue that all three forms of love exist in all cultures – but add that the three elements are rarely 
given equal weight.  Instead, they exist in tension or in some cases even outright conflict.   
There seems to be just such a tension at work here in Indonesia.  Here the contemporary 
and more or less “globalized” emphasis on romantic/passionate love is widely recognized among 
youth, but it exists in palpable tension with the more longstanding and equally pervasive value of 
affective equanimity and the “flattening” rather than the heightening or “pumping up” of 
emotions. As anthropologists have long emphasized, ethnic Javanese have downplayed the overt 
expression of strong emotions, considering the forceful expression of affect disequilibrating for 
both the individual and society (cf. Anderson 1972, Geertz 1973a; and on Bali, Geertz 1973b, 
Mead & Bateson 1942). The ability to restrain or mute one’s emotions particularly in public 
interaction, and thus demonstrate affective self-control, has long been linked not only to adult 
maturity but to masculine status, political power, and spiritual potency.  Conversely, strong 
emotions and a relative lack of emotional self-control are identified with young children and with 
women (Brenner 1995, Keeler 1990).  For similar reasons it is women who are expected to 
engage in important “emotion work” within the household, making certain that family 
relationships are harmonious and the household atmosphere remains tranquil and stress-free – 
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above all, of course, for husbands (C. Jones 2004; see also Hochschild 1979).  It is also women 
who are expected to invest considerably more affective time and energy in maintaining their 
marital relations and are more likely to be faulted if the relationship goes awry.  Given this 
pattern, at least with respect to Indonesia, we could agree perhaps with Giddens’ assertion that 
“romantic love is essentially feminized love” (Giddens 1992:43).   
The groundwork for so many of the social and religious changes underway in Indonesia 
today, was laid by the New Order state that governed Indonesia from 1966 to 1998.  Under the 
New Order, the government promoted a conservative gender and affective ideology that 
cautioned against excessive and uncontrolled emotion (nafsu) and emphasized the immorality of 
premarital sex and the dangers of passionate love/desire.  Although today the internet, new 
media, and middle-class consumption have all worked to some degree to relax this emphasis on 
self-control and affective equanimity, the state and religious organizations have if anything come 
to place even greater emphasis on monogamy and sexual restraint outside of marriage.  In both 
state and religious discourses, it is reproduction, not sexual satisfaction that is given a higher 
value and sex is acceptable only within the bounds of marriage.  
The strenuous devaluation of passionate love and sexual desire in the discourses of state 
and religious organizations, however, has not extended to a devaluation of romantic love within 
the context of a companionate marriage.  In fact, the growing popularity of the idea of a 
romantic, companionate marriage remains one of the great transformations in the culture of 
contemporary Indonesian affectivity.  In complex ways, however, the discursive idealization of 
romance as a publicly recognized and valued foundation for a modern marriage interacts with 
other cultural legacies.  Those cultural legacies include the long standing emphasis on 
masculinist emotional control and women’s greater emotional volubility, as well as the notion 
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that with time, familiarity, and commitment, (romantic) love may flourish within a conjugal 
partnership.  
To return then to the theme of our conference, yes, something like the experience of 
romantic love is a cross-cultural universal – but the experience is at the same time culturally 
relative.  Romantic love in all of its aspects is not necessarily recognized or valued to the same 
degree in every society; nor is it embraced equally by all categories of social actors or groupings 
(cf. Jankowiak 1995, Lipset 2004). It is perhaps not surprising that within the context of far-
reaching social and demographic transitions, educated Javanese women today emphasize 
companionate ideals of “seriousness of intent”  and commitment in seeking a partner, and do so 
more strongly than do their male counterparts.  If in the course of seeking a companion who 
shares one’s life project and goals one happens to be lucky enough to find one’s romantic soul 
mate, this is an unexpected bonus of the marital pursuit, but not the relation’s precondition or 
prerequisite. Unlike American women who hold out the hope of “having it all” and finding in a 
single person one’s best friend, romantic lover, and passionate sexual partner, educated Javanese 
women are hopeful that with the right attitude, time and dedication, the marital bond will honor 
one’s parents, fulfill religious duties, produce offspring, and, much longed-for but least certain of 
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